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Is it the Best Education 
for Everyone? 
E arly in the 20'h century, Robert Maynard Hutchins said "The best education for the best is the best 
education for all."1 That best education according to 
Hutchins was a liberal education-the education that 
provides the foundation for life-long learning, one that 
prepares us for living in a democracy. For Hutchins, 
this meant acquiring a familiarity with the classics of 
the Western tradition, the "Great Books" approach to 
education. 
Amid the multicultural and feminist discussions of 
the 70s, 80s and 90s, we came to question an educational 
canon that excluded the historical and literary voices 
of women, people of color, and working people. As a 
result, liberal education in the 21st century is no longer 
exclusively centered on the Western male tradition and 
' 
rarely does the Great Books approach enter in contem-
porary discussions about liberal education. Yet, we still 
carry forward remnants of the idea ofliberal education 
as it was taught in the days of]ohn Henry Newman, 
when it was intended as the education of the wealthy 
class, as a "good in itself' without reference to employ-
ment needs. There are reasons to wonder whether the 
idea of liberal education is the best education for all 
our students, whatever their economic background or 
career aspirations. 
Here at Grand Valley we struggle to help students 
see the value of a liberal education; at small liberal arts 
colleges that cater to a wealthier class, the question of 
the value of liberal education would rarely come up. 
People of higher economic status usually know that 
an excellent liberal education is an expectation for the 
cultured life of a social and business leader. 
Ten years ago, as a beginning teacher at GVSU, I 
had occasion to talk with local business leaders about 
education. A vice-president of a large manufacturing 
firm told me, "We need people who can discuss things, 
people who know how to work together and engage in 
dialogue. I can teach them the ropes of the business, 
if they can think and discuss concepts." Another busi-
nessman, local head of a large insurance company, told 
me, "We need peopl 
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you can read well, yc 
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r t  M a y n a r d  H u t c h i n s  
r  t h e  b e s t  i s  t h e  b e s t  
u c a t i o n  a c c o r d i n g  t o  
- t h e  e d u c a t i o n  t h a t  
m g  l e a r n i n g ,  o n e  t h a t  
• c r a c y .  F o r  H u t c h i n s ,  
y  w i t h  t h e  c l a s s i c s  o f  
t  B o o k s "  a p p r o a c h  t o  
m i n i s t  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  
t e s t i o n  a n  e d u c a t i o n a l  
a l  a n d  l i t e r a r y  v o i c e s  
' V o r k i n g  p e o p l e .  A s  a  
'  c e n t u r y  i s  n o  l o n g e r  
r n  m a l e  t r a d i t i o n ,  a n d  
• a c h  e n t e r  i n  c o n t e m -
d u c a t i o n .  Y e t ,  w e  s t i l l  
a  o f l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  
• h n  H e n r y  N e w m a n ,  
: a t i o n  o f  t h e  w e a l t h y  
r e f e r e n c e  t o  e m p l o y -
w o n d e r  w h e t h e r  t h e  
• e s t  e d u c a t i o n  f o r  a l l  
t o m i c  b a c k g r o u n d  o r  
~gle t o  h e l p  s t u d e n t s  
1 ;  a t  s m a l l  l i b e r a l  a r t s  
c l a s s ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  
m l d  r a r e l y  c o m e  u p .  
l S  u s u a l l y  k n o w  t h a t  
n  e x p e c t a t i o n  f o r  t h e  
~ss l e a d e r .  
t e a c h e r  a t  G V S U ,  I  
1 s i n e s s  l e a d e r s  a b o u t  
l a r g e  m a n u f a c t u r i n g  
t o  c a n  d i s c u s s  t h i n g s ,  
g e t h e r  a n d  e n g a g e  i n  
J p e s  o f  t h e  b u s i n e s s ,  
e p t s . "  A n o t h e r  b u s i -
t r a n c e  c o m p a n y ,  t o l d  
m e ,  " W e  n e e d  p e o p l e  w h o  c a n  t h i n k .  I  e n c o u r a g e d  m y  
c h i l d r e n  t o  s t u d y  t h e  h u m a n i t i e s  a t  c o l l e g e ,  b e c a u s e  i f  
y o u  c a n  r e a d  w e l l ,  y o u  c a n  t h i n k  w e l l .  Y o u  c a n  l e a r n  t h e  
b u s i n e s s  p a r t  l a t e r . "  
T h e  a t t i t u d e s  e x p r e s s e d  b y  l o c a l  b u s i n e s s  l e a d e r s  
c o i n c i d e  w i t h  a  1 9 9 6  s u r v e y  o f  n a t i o n a l  C E O s  b y  H o b a r t  
a n d  W i l l i a m  S m i t h  C o l l e g e s .
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A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h a t  s u r v e y  
C E O s  a n d  b u s i n e s s  l e a d e r s  w a n t  " g r a d u a t e s  o f  s t r o n g  
c h a r a c t e r ,  w i t h  b r o a d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d  s o c i a l  s k i l l s  a n d  a  
c a p a c i t y  f o r  l i f e l o n g  l e a r n i n g . "  T h o s e  e m p l o y e r s  v a l u e d  
" c r i t i c a l  t h i n k i n g  ( 9 0  p e r c e n t )  a n d  p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g  
( 7 7  p e r c e n t ) ,  o r a l  a n d  w r i t t e n  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  s k i l l s  ( 8 7  
p e r c e n t ) ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  w o r k  c o o p e r a t i v e l y  
w i t h  o t h e r  p e o p l e  o f  d i f f e r e n t  c u l t u r e s . "  T h e s e  a r e  t h e  
s k i l l s  t h a t  a  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  i s  d e s i g n e d  t o  p r o d u c e .  
Y e t ,  o n l y  o n e  o u t  o f  f o u r  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s ,  a n d  o n l y  o n e  
o u t  o f  t h r e e  p a r e n t s  v i e w e d  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  p o s i t i v e l y ,  
v a l u i n g  i n s t e a d  e d u c a t i o n a l  p a t h s  t h a t  w o u l d  r e s u l t  i n  
t r a i n i n g  f o r  a  f i r s t - t i m e  j o b .  
A t  a  r e g i o n a l  s t a t e  s c h o o l  l i k e  o u r s ,  m a n y  o f  o u r  
s t u d e n t s  a r e  f i r s t  g e n e r a t i o n  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s ,  a n d  t h e y  
k n o w  t h a t  t h e  h u m a n  r e s o u r c e  d e p a r t m e n t s  o f  t h e  
c o m p a n i e s  w h e r e  t h e y  w a n t  t o  w o r k  a r e  n o t  n e c e s s a r -
i l y  l o o k i n g  f o r  t h e  l i b e r a l  a r t s  s k i l l s  t h a t  a n  e x e c u t i v e  
n e e d s .  T h e y  a r e  l o o k i n g  f o r  p e o p l e  w i t h  s p e c i f i c  e n t r y  
l e v e l  j o b  s k i l l s .  S h o u l d  t h e y  r e a l l y  i n v e s t  t h o u s a n d s  o f  
d o l l a r s  a n d  f o u r  y e a r s  o f  t h e i r  l i f e  f o r  H u t c h i n s '  " b e s t  
e d u c a t i o n ' ' ?  I t ' s  a  r e a l  q u e s t i o n ,  a s  s i g n i f i c a n t  p e r h a p s  
a s  t h e  c a n o n - q u e s t i o n s  o f  p r i o r  d e c a d e s .  I f  o u r  c u l t u r e  
a n d  t h e i r  p a r e n t s  a n d  t h e i r  h i g h  s c h o o l  c o u n s e l o r s  a r e  
t e l l i n g  s t u d e n t s  t o  g o  t o  c o l l e g e  s o  t h e y  c a n  g e t  a  j o b ,  
t h e r e  a r e  f a s t e r  a n d  c h e a p e r  w a y s  t o  o b t a i n  j o b  s k i l l s .  I f  
i t ' s  o n l y  a b o u t  a  p i e c e  o f  p a p e r ,  t h e r e  a r e  d i p l o m a  m i l l s  
t h a t  w i l l  s e l l  t h e m  c o l l e g e  d e g r e e s .  I f  t h e  p i e c e  o f  p a p e r  
o r  t h e  e n t r y  l e v e l  j o b  s k i l l s  a r e  a l l  w e  c a n  o f f e r ,  w e  a r e  t h e  
" d i n o s a u r s "  t h a t  s o m e  f o r - p r o f i t  e d u c a t i o n a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
a c c u s e  u s  o f b e i n g .  
M a k i n g  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n ,  t h e  " b e s t  e d u c a t i o n , "  
a v a i l a b l e  t o  a l l  p e o p l e  i s  t h e  g r a n d  A m e r i c a n  c o l l e g e  
e x p e r i m e n t ,  u n d e r s t o o d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  2 0 ' h  c e n t u r y  a s  a  
n e c e s s a r y  p a r t  o f  d e v e l o p i n g  a  t r u e  d e m o c r a c y .  C o l l e g e  
e d u c a t i o n  s e e n  t h r o u g h  t h e  l e n s  o f  l i b e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  
b e c o m e s  a n  e d u c a t i o n  f o r  c i t i z e n s h i p ,  a n d  a n  e d u c a t i o n  
f o r  l i f e . T h i s  i s  t h e  e d u c a t i o n  t h a t  W . E . B .  D u B o i s  f o u g h t  
f o r ,  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  i t s  v a l u e  f o r  w o r k i n g  c l a s s  B l a c k  
S y m p o s i u m  o n  L i b e r a l  E d u c a t i o n  
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Americans a century ago. This is also the education 
that John Dewey believed would support the neces-
sary conditions for freedom, democracy and personal 
thriving. 
Like all social movements, liberal education will 
continue only if enough people understand it and 
promote it. We have to keep reminding ourselves and 
our students that liberal education can make life more 
productive, more interesting, and meaningful. Coming 
to know oneselfintellectually, standing on the shoulders 
of intellectual giants as we reach for new ideas and 
innovations, conversing with others about ideas that 
matter, understanding one's culture as one of many in 
a rich global community-these enrich our lives, our 
communities. If this way of education is to survive, we 
have to keep talking with our students about its goals 
and values-helping them claim a liberal education 
for themselves-and keep reminding our communities 
and our legislatures about the value of this approach to 
education that is relevant to employment, to healthy 
and creative communities, as well as meaningful per-
sonal lives. 
Endnotes 
1 1he citation of this oft-quoted line is rarely pro-
vided. One source reported that it is in Mortimer 
Adler, 1he Paidea Program: an Educational Syllabus, 
New York: Macmillan, 1984. 
2 
"Survey reveals college students are on the wrong 
educational track for the 21st Century" Geneva, 
N.Y.-(BUSINESS WIRE)-Nov. 20, 1996. 
On Old Wor 
by Tadcusz R6icu:icz 
translated by Ela Rossn11 
